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INTRODUCTION
in 1967, there has
Since the death of Carson -oCullers
:ork, and there has been
been no revival of interest in her k,
to it. All of McCullers'
little critical study done in regard
rlost are set in her native
stories have Southern settings, and
Faulkner. Welty, and
Georgia. She uses foiI r'aterials (as do
e impose are transcended,
Warren), but the li7itations which thes
of universal moral
and the fiction becor:es an "exa7ination
exploit local color, which,
circumstances."1 7cCul1ers does not
n 'incomplete and unas Robert Penn harren has ncted, is ofte
locale for its cwn sake,
philosophical."2 Rather than treatinn
writers, as a means of
she uses it, as do many other Southern
Previous studies have
dramatizing themes which are universal.
hern settings of
included those done in regard to the Sout
structure, and the Gothic
McCullers' novels, her use of musical
, however, no study of
elements in her fiction. There has been
4.

novels are structured.
paradox as that skeleton around which the
cal elements of the
This thesis will focus on some paradoxi
be limited to two
fiction of Carson McCullers; these will

Fiction: A
Frederick J. Hoffman, The Art of Southern
'
coufhern Illinois
Study of Some Modern Novelists Tbondale:
University Press, 1967), p. 11.
2Robert Penn Warren, "rot Local Color," The Vininia.
154.
r;uarterly, Review, VIII (January, 1932),
1

2
Lotifs:

the eye and the quest, and two themes:

love-hate and

cormunity-isolation.
Befole proceeding to a discussion of paradox, it seers
advantageous to briefly sumnarize critical opinions corcerniny
the fiction of Carson McCullers.

She has been hailed as the

best woman writer in the South in this century.
labelled as a sensationalist, a Gothicist.

And she has been

Her first work,

The Heart Is a Lonely Punter, received wide critical acclaii.
the book was a masterpiece, the critics said, and this opinion
was heishtened by the fact that it was written by a twentythree-year old.

It 1..:as followed by Reflections in a Golden

which teas alternately damned and praised, as many second
novels are.

The critics, for the most part, hot:ever, felt that

McCullers had strayed too far from her first theme of love and
isolation, and had, instead, succumbed to the Gothic penchant
of horror for horror's sake.

They suggested that the story

of life on an army base indulges in the grotesque and the
perverse for melodramatic purposes.
The Member of the Weddin2, which followed in 1946,
pleased the critics, for the most part.

Expressing the

isolation theme aoain, Wedding's Frankie seemed an echo of
Mick Kelly in The Heart Is a Lonely_Hunter.

Both are

adolescent, searching for a means by which they might
escape isolation.

For Mick the escape is John Singer; for

Frankie it is a wedding.

Still another variation on tne love-

isolation theme is The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, which combines

the best of both worlds, so to speak; in it McCullers unite
s
her themes of isolation and love with characters both perverse
and grotesque.

;t is the story of

is Amelia 40 Cousin Lymon

the hunchback, and the unlikel:, love relationship they have.
The balance of her fiction, comprised of Clock Without
Hands
and a number of short stories, is uentsrally rTriarded by
critics as being inferior to the four wurks already r'entioned.
(The notable exception is "A Tree. A Pock, A Cloud".)
ecent critics h ve been able to view McCullers' fiction
in its entirety, and have conceded that when she writes of
the strange and the grotesque (wT.ich she does continually),
it
is for symbolic purpose, and not rerely for Gothic effec
t.
Oliver Evans has noted (in the biography of Carson !!cCullers
),
". . . any kind of deviation, physical, or psychological,
increases . . . [the] sense of isolation."3 And isolation is
the key word to understanding Carson McCullers.
McCullers' primary theme, then, is spiritual isolation,
"the loss of love and the attempt of tne self to identify
with other selves."4

She writes of a world in which isolation

is a constant, the rule rather than the exception.

There is

but one means by which isolation may be escaped, and that
is
throuch love.
arises.

And it is precisely at this point that paradox

For it is love, the only reans by which one ray be

3Olive
r Evans, The Ballad of Carson McCullers (New York:
Coward-McCann, Inc.,
p. 193.
4Hoffman, The Art of Southern Fiction, p. 66.

4
released from isolation, which introduces the lover to an even
greater sense of aloneness than he has known before.
Cleanth Brooks,

rit4 nn if'. The Well-11:.ought Urn, points

out that paradox is necessary to the poet.

Poetic lanpuace

is paradox, he says; it is only through the use of paradox
that the poet can convey his r-eanino to the reader.5 !!arly
poems [and other works of literature, as w21l] are
written ". . . from insichts that dramatically enlarge or
in some way startlingly modify our commonplace conceptions
and undcrstandires and these

call paradoxical."

Most

simply speaking, paradox is present when a seemingly
false statem:ent, after more careful scrutiny, proves to he
true.6

The use of paradox, however, is not limited to

poetry; paradoxical situations may occur just as frequently
7
in ether forms of imaginative literature.
An understanding of the paradoxical elements in the
fiction of Carson McCullers is central tc an understanding
of her work as a whole.

The central themes, love and isolation,

are inherently paradoxical:

the lover-beloved relationship

produces hate, and comunity, or an attempt to find community,
5
Cleanth Crooks, The Well -Wrought Urn (New York:
Reynald and Hitchcock, 1947), p. 3.
6Alex Preminger, ed. Encyclopedia of Poetry and
Poetics_. (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
p. 598.
7
David Daiches, Critical Approaches to Literature
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1.95),
pp. 162-167.

5
always results in isolation.

In a survey of the fniir novels

and the novella, paradoxical elements in two rotifs, the eye
and the quest, and in to thu.es, love-hate and community41

isolation, will be considered in this study.

The two themes,

of course, are those which McCullers employs again and again,
and the two motifs are integral parts of the strong unity that
binds the fiction.
This study will, thus, focus on both there and structure
in McCullers' major work, as both are informed by an overriding paradoxical intention.

For Carson McCullers' paradcx

is much nore than an exercise in verbal ambiguity.

It is,

rather, the ri.!ost i-portant aspect of her fiction, the
!7erging of form and matter.

As Mark Schorer has s:Jgested

about Hemingway's style, paradox is McCullers' "view of
life."8 Paradox is life, as DeQuincey has pointed out;
one does not need to search for it, for it is everywhere
and everpresent.9

By a 'careful look at the paradoxical

elements in Carson McCullers' fiction perhaps we can better
comprehend the human condition about which she writes.
1.lark Schorer, ed. The Story: A Critical Anthology
(New York: Prentice-Hall, 1950), p. 428.
- Preminger, Encyclopedia of Poetry, p. 598.

CHAPTER I
THE MOTIF OF TE EYE
Carson McCullers' fiction may perhaps be most easily
approached through a consideration of its structure, which
resebles in certain respects the structure of musical
composition.

During her childhood, m.cCullers studied music

seriously, and it is this period which serves as an autobiographical basis for much of her work.

The novels

frequently contain references to music, ard it is more
than possible that her awareness of unity as a principle of
art was influenced by this study.

One example of such unity

is the use she makes of motifs in her fiction.
A motif is "A simple element which serves as a basis
1
for expanded narrative. . . ."Moti
f, a term borrowed from
music, is a unifying device which binds the structure of a
composition together through the repetition of a minor the.
When the device is carried over into literature, the repetition,
serving the same unifying purpose, frequently takes or
symbolic significance.

It forms patterns in the narrative

which facilitate an assessment of thematic intent by the
reader.

Motifs may be said to he f7overned by there.
1

If

lAlliam Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook
to Literature, rev. by C. Huh Holman (New York: The Odyssey
Press, 1960, p. 294.
6

7
the theme of a particular work is paradoxical, for example,
there is every likelihood that the :, aotifs which help to reveal
it will be correspondingly paradoxical.
Several motifs are present in the Fiction of Cat'son
!!cCullers, and some of these can be proved paradoxical; that
is, they may be shown to take on a double and seemingly
contradictory meanino as they are used.
that of the eye.

rne such motif is

In order to launch a discussion of the eye

rotif as paradox, it sees appropriate to re -r-er to the Roman
god Janus, who possessed two faces--one which looked to the
right, and one which looked to the left.

Cirlot says, "Likae

all sy bois facing right and left at the safe tine, Janus is
a symbol of wholeness--of the desire to master all things."

2

The eye sugcests vision, sight; paradoxically, the
physical eye is not always that which sees, or that which
sees best.

At the same time, like all paradoxes, they may

be seen, upon close study, to yield significant meaning.
Sight is both sensory and psychological; there is physical
vision, and a more profound psychological perception which
nay overshadow the former.

In Carson McCullers' fiction s

the eye is used at times as a symbol of a double vision
that takes on a paradoxical meaning.

Amelia's eyes (The

Ballad of the Sad Cafe) are crossed, and this physical deformity
somehow allows for a greater psychological vision than that
2J.
E. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, trans. by Jack
Sage (New York: Philosophical Library, l9625, p. 154.

1,'!"0,11v4IFINATITIIIP.119007
,
7Minglire
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8
hich 7jf:ht otherwise be possible.

There is, too, the use of

the eye as a syrbol of vision which spans two generations, as
with John Henry in The .1e::lier of. the ':!edding. .At othe-r times,
it is presented (in Reflections in a Golden Eye) as an instrument
which mirrors, rather than sees.

There is, too, deformed vision

which, paradoxically, is the means by which perceptive ability
is reached.

Berenice, the Negro cook-companion to the Addams

family in The 'lerber of the Veddino, has had one eye gouged
out by a former husband, and she has, for some unknown reason,
replaced this brown eye with F. blue 7:l ass one.

But although

Perenice's physical vision is halved, her psychological
vision is much increased.

Perhaps the most outstanding and

the most important example of the eye motif, however, comes
in the first work of

cCullers, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter.

Biff Brannon, at the end of the novel, has a sudden vision
in which, quite paradoxically, he is able to see both the
past and the future.
Amelia's eyes are first mentioned at the very beginning
of the story:

they are "two gray crossed eyes which are turned

inwardly so sharply that they seem to be exchanging with
each other one long and secret gaze of grief."3 The eyes
seem to become less crossed after Lymon comes to live with
•
her, but at the end of the affair, if it might be called that,
3
Carson cCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Cafe: The
Novels and Stories of Carson McCullers (Cambridge: The Riverside Press, 1951j, p. 3. Numbers in parentheses throughout
this study refer to pages in this editicn, except for references
to Clock Without Hands (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1953).

•;.1

after she has waited for three years for the return of Lymon
4
At the end, "she has
and Marvin Macy, they are even worse.
5
lost her old vision."
If there was indced ever any "cld vision,' then that
vision must be explained.

It seems that Amelia's sudden

and sorewhat improbable attachment to Cousin Lymon, a hunchbeck who identifies himself no further than simply saying
he is Amelia's kin, does point out a kind of understanding
that the woman had not been credited with having before
the tire of Lymon's unexpected arrival.

Uith Lyron's

arrival, however, it was as though a whole new world had
opened for her.

Lyman is the person upon whom Amelia is

able to lavish love; he is the catalyst who precipitates
the opening of the cafe.

It seems, then, that Amelia has

had in her the capacity to love (perhaps every person does),
to show love, even to lavish love on a human, and has but
lacked an object for this love, which has until Lymon's
arrival been suppressed.
Amelia is forced to admit defeat to herself; she is
forced to acknowledge that Lymon, rather than what she
life.u6
envisioned, in reality is "one who destroys her
4Robert S. Phillips, 'Painful Leve: Carson McCullers'
Parable," Southwest Review, LI (Winter, 1966), 82.
5 Irving .

-

New American Gothic, (Carbondale, Illinois:
Southern Illinois University Press, 196-2)7 p. 139.
6Wayne D. Dodd, "The Development of Theme Through S.;'mbol
in the Novels of Carson McCullers," Georgia Review, XVII
(Summer, 1963), 29.

in
Her crossed eyes, then, "exchange a little elance of grief and
lonely reconition." (64) The crossed eyes, which crow progressivey worse after Lyvon leaves, parallel the building which
leans crazily to one side.

It leans a little more each day,

and its eventual collapse will coincide with that of Amelia's.
In a treatment of the eye motif as paradox, there
is a second type of vision which must be dealt with:

the eye

of the child, which although undeveloped and immature, still
is capable of a vision ruch more profound than those of many
7
adults. This theme, of course, has been much discussed,
but it bears repeating in light of the paradoxical situations
and elements treated here.
The six-year-old John Henry, in The !,lember of the
Weddino

wears "gold-rimmed glasses [which] are omniscient. .

Although John Henry's vision is perhaps valid, it is in its
way distorted.

His gingerbread men are crazily shaped,

despite careful planning and tongue-out-the-side-of-mouth
aid; and his drawings are out of proportion, with the men's
eyes on one side of the face, rather than being symmetrical.
In much the same way, Anacleto

in Reflections in

a Golden Eye) is the possessor of a vision that surpasses
those of his elders and superiors.

Anacleto, a Filipino,

satyr-like, is the creator of the peacock with the golden
7
Cf., for instInce, Wordsworth's "The child is father
of the man," in "!.. 12/ Heart Leaps Up When I Behold," and
Antoine de Saint-Exupery's Le Petit Prince.
8'1.alin, New American Gothic, p. 136.

„s

11
9
eye that "only reflects . . . does not see."

Anacleto,

childlike, can paint a Picture which reflects all the
grotesqueries present in actual life, on the ar7y base or
off.
Anacleto's, and John Henry's, pictures or apprehensions
1
;

of life may be dependent on an understanding which is uncon10
t,,Lt this unccnsciousness does net -ake the picture
scious
any less valid.

Dodd suegests that the grotesqueries of

John Henry's and Anacleto's pictures result from the fact
that each is an individual thing, produced by an individual
beinc.

Horace's ut oictura poesis says that "ocetry is

like a picture"; that is, each man's perception of a poem is
different.

The principle holds true for all art, and for

life, 'Aich is reflected in art; each person's vision is
individual, and the reproduction he makes of that vision
must of necessity be individual.

The paradox here involved

(and this is the important point which Mr. Dodd fails to
acknowledge) is that it is only through the individual,
and the particular, that the larger pictire ray be apprehended.
Anacleto's perception is pointed out by Vickery,
who says, "It is the clairvoyance of his vision that brings
the fright of helplessness to his eyes and prompts him to
destroy the painted record in the hope of blotting out its
9Ihab Hassan, Radical Innocence: Studies in the
Contemporary_American Novel -TPrinceton: Princeton University
Press, 1961), p. 211.
1 °Dodd, 'The Development of Theme,

p. 209.

12
existence and so forestalling the attendant catastrophe of
iso1ation."11

The "tiny and grotesque" figures reflected

in the golden eye Anacleto paints represent the
that he can see.

rotesqueries

In an atter-pt to deny their existence,

perhaps in an attempt to deny reality, he destroys the picture.
At times the eye is a feature of a maimed or deformed
character.

2erenice, in The Member of the Weddino, may be

the cohesive force of the whole novel.

In the face of the

sometimes haphazard schemes and dreams of Frankie Addams,
12
she stands silent and firm.
Far from being a symbol of
either "divided loyalty between the white race and her
own . .

,13 or
alienation from her own race, Berenice's

two-color vision (she has one brown eye and one blue glass
one) serves two symbolic functions, both of which are related.
Hers is the most perceptive vision in the novel.
than a detriment, her physical handicap is a
her "spiritual vision" is intensified.14

Rather

means by which

A double vision is

suggested, and it is "the physical symptom of her psychic
15
perception.'
!John B. Vickery, "Carson McCullers: A Map of Love,"
Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary Literature, I (Winter, 1960),
19-20712
Hassan, Radical Innocence, pp. 222-223.
13
Dayton Kohler, "Carson McCullers: Variations on a
There," Endlish Journal, XL (f7ctober, 1951), p. 417.
14Frank
Baldanza, "Plato in Dixie," Georgia Review, XII
(Summer, 1958), 159.
15Robert

S. Phillips, "The Gothic Architecture of The
Member of the_Weddinc," Renascence, XVI (Winter, 1966), p.-1-6.

13

A blue-eyed Nero, Sherman Few (Clock Without ;!ands)
is the son of a hilite ren and a black woman.

is blue eyes

are, in some way, parallel to Berenice's deformity.

They

are not the eyes cf a Negro, but paradoxically, he is able
s
to "vibrate" with every injustice levelled against the member
of his race.
7erspective, as has been noted, is important in the
discussion of vision.

Stephen Mooney says that ". .

alterations in distance and scale bring the senses to rapt
..16 This very
attention; focus the emotions a new way; .
thing happens to Jester Clane.

After Sherman's death, he

is determined to avenge the murder, and he takes Sammy Lank,
the man responsible, for a plane ride.

He intends to shoot

Lank; up in the plane, however, the only order that can be
seen is that of the earth itself.

But the earth is too far

removed from the human Eye to be comprehended.
stand, one must come closer.

To under-

So Jester, looking into the

terror-stricken eyes of Sammy Lank, sees more than he did
when he saw the whole earth from on high.

And seeing, he

17
ends his "odyssey of passion, friendship, love, and revenge"
by tossing the gun out the window and

owering the plane to

the airfield.
16"Marginalia a Tennessee Poetry Journal, III (Fall,
1969), 47.
17Donald Emerson, "The Ambiguities of Clock Without
Hands," Wisconsin Studies in Conteroorarv Literature, III
1-962T, 18.

14
The rost i!r.ortant instance of the paradoxical eye
:otif occurs in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, in a moment
at the very end of the novel.

It

ha

been a month since

Sincer's funeral, perhaps the clis-actic moment in the hook.
The other major characters have been altered by disillusion
or defeat.

Biff Brannon, the owner of the New York Cafe, is

left with an unanswered, unvoiced question:
3iff stood transfixed, lost in his meditations.
Then suddenly he felt a quickening in him. -is
heart turned and he leaned his back against the
counter for support. For in a swift radiance of
illumination he saw a g/impse of human struggle
and of valor. Of the endless fluid passage of
hunanity through endless tire. 4nd of those who
labor and of those who--one word--love. His soul
expanded. But for a moment only. For in him he
felt a warning, a shaft of terror. Eetween the
two worlds he was suspended. He saw that he was
looking at his own face in the counter glass
before him. Sweat glistened on his termles and
his face was contorted. One eye was opened wider
than the other. The left eye delved narrowly
into the past while the right gazed wide and
affrighted into a future of blackness, error, and
ruin. And he was suspended between radiance and
darkness. Between bitter irony and faith. Sharply
he turned away. (497-8)
This vision of Brannon's, comparable in its mysticism
to Singer's dream in which he is only one part of a staircase
of kneelers, a staircase headed by Antonapoulos, seems more
important than the latter, and "more viable."18

It has been

called the "ultimate statement" of the fiction of Carson

18Hassan,
Radical Innocence, p. 214.

15

cCullers.

19

20
Whether Erannon's response to the "Joycean epiphany"

is a positive one has been debated.

icPherson says:

21
or the
Biff, like the suspvded Cumaean Sybil
truth
the
horror
erbisexual Tiresias 2 sees with
of the human oredica-ent--his own ambicuous face,
the index to his own frail heart. The past must
be examined 'narrowly'; the future--tomorrow's
newspaper--is terrifying. The fact of love is
man's only hope, but the detached proprietor of
the human cafe cannot decide whether to resiNnd
to the human spectacle with irony or
Oliver Evans sees the paradox of Brannon's attitude as "half
24 T
here is the possibility
ironic, half compassionate."
that 8rannon's vision has been but an extension of his dreams
of love, of Mick, of life.

Comprehending the latter, he is

terror-stricken, and calls out the second tine for Louis, his
worker in the cafe.

Like the first call, the second is

25
unanswered.
19P. C. Simonini, Jr., ed., Southern Writers: Appraisals
in Our Time (Charlottesville: The University Press of Virginia,
p. 184. (Hereinafter referred to as Southern Writers.)
2°Ibid., p. 185.
/1
- See Earabra N. Folk, "The Sad Sweet Music of Carson
McCullars," Ceoraia Peview, XVI, 202-209, in which she speaks
of Eiff as a ". . . cross hung figure 'suspended between two
worlds."
72T here are several references to the ambivalent sexual
nature of all people in Heart.
23
Hugo McPherson, "Carson McCullers: Lonely Huntress,"
Tamarack Review (Spring, 1959), 34-49.
24
0liver Evans, The Ballad of Carson McCullers (New York:
Coward-McCann, Inc., 1965), p. 40.
25
Ibid., 0
, • 55 •

1 C,

The radiance of Biff's vision emanates from the past,
and that ;:hich is dark and terrifying is the future.

The

eye which gazes into the past is open, but the other eye,
looking into the future, is opened wide, perhaps a suggestion
that man automatically is more receptive to evil than to
good.

In the face of all this everwhelming bleakness, how-

ever, there is a positive note which sounds when Biff's walk
"gained steadiness," and he "composed himself soberly to
await the morning sun." (532)
It seems, then, that Biff, like Janus, has perceived
both the past and the future.

But rather than hindering "the

knowledge of true destiny, which lies in the 'eternal present,"26
as Janus' two faces did, Biff's duplicity of vision evolves
to a new insight, and "he discovers the reason for continuing
the struggle in an intuitive apprehension of the mobility as
well as the tragic futility of man's life."27
So, then, the motif of the eye is a structural
device, another means by which the fiction may be unified.
Working in several ways, the eye rotif reinforces the basic
themes of love and the resulting paradoxical isolation.

Sight

itself is a paradoxical thing, it seems, and is altered by
tiFe, place, individual perception.

The same situation may be

perceived differently by different people; and one person's
sight is not necessarily better than another's.
26Cirlot, Dictionary of Symbols, p. 154.
27Dodd, "The Development of Theme," p. 215.

i7
The eye perceives and reflects, and in several instances,
vision is heihtened by deforrity, or pointed out by abnormality.
In each case, however, the motif of the eye is a means by .v:hich
indivi-.uals ray comprehend isolation.

And, after the condition

has been understood, then the journey to alleviate this condition
may be beoun.

•

CHAPTER II
THE QUEST MOTIF
The quest motif, like that of the eye, serves to unify
the narrative element in McCullers' work and in sore ways
functions in character manipulation.

This traditional device,

present in literature from the most ancient myths to the most
contemporary fiction and poetry, takes specific forms in
McCullers' novels.

It offers what seem to be the possibilities

of escape and fulfillment for characters who have become
isolated or entrapped in the modern world, where real communication is impossible and alienation inevitable.

At the

same time, paradoxically, the quest leads directly toward
disillusionment.

The discovery which each character makes is

that no escape is possible.

His isolation is thus made

nore intense, through his realization that the possibility
of fulfillment has been diminished.

The quest motif represents

one form of illusion which certain characters must explore.
It acts as a technique for allowing characters to develop
in the direction dictated by. McCullers' overall theme.
Characters frequently go on real journeys in McCullers'
ficticn, but for all its poetic brilliance, the external world
is far less important to her ultimate purpose than the
I4
.

psycholwjical development within the characters themselves.

12

19
This development might be thought of as a kind of interior
journey, or quest, toward understanding, which parallels the
external, physical one.

This eeocraphical journey is always

in the direction of an illusion which the character seeks to
attain.

The interior journey, however, is toward knowledge,

which in McCullers' world inevitably dispels the illusion.
Seen together, the two directions form a paradox.
Malin, reembering that :'any characters in the novels
have private rooms to which they retreat alone, explains
that McCullers ". . . uses the polarities of room and voyage
to suggest suspension between imprisonment and violent movement; there is no 'firm nexus' because these characters have
1
he room,
no resting place, no ordered, flexible pattern."
of course, implies isolation, an unhappy isolation, and the
voyage implies the escape from that separateness.

As Malin

notes, the two are polarized, and their resolution, love,
can never be permanent.
McCullers' novels take place, for the most part, in
summer.

With the exception of Reflections in a Golden Eve,

all occur in small Southern towns in which there is "absolutely
nothing to do." (Jith regard to Reflections, an army base
could be likened to a small town--and it is a Southern base.)
The towns are hot, the people are bored with themselves and
their existences.

Escape, both physical and psychological,

1 Malin, New
American Gothic, p. 113.

20
from the McCullers' world, then, seems feasible, even desirable.
The atterpts at escape which the characters make are varied.
In all of !"cCullers' work, the quest, or journey, as
it is sometimes called, can be reduced to one idea:
search for love.

the

The search may take various forms:

it

may be overtly or symbolically expressed; it may be conscious
cr unconscious.

Love may

e found, or it 7,ay not be found.

Later it will be noted that, when love does become realty,
it is only transient, never constant.

So, then, isolation,

and the resulting loneliness, although at times alleviated,
still are permanent conditions.
There are those characters who actually progress,
whose quest is at least partially successful.

In the

traditional journey motif, the hero--or heroine--is induced
to begin his journey, and he goes, accompanied by or led
by a lowly person.

The peril of the trip is compounded by

the fact that the hero is unaware of the dangers that will
be encountered enroute to the site of his rebirth.

Unknown

and frightening situations are encountered by the hero.

Some

seem familiar--these are met, and other trials are overcome.
After successfully meeting his problems, the hero returns home,
changed, to his old world, where he may or may not feel at
2
ease.

2,2ack B. Moore, "Carson McCullers: The Heart is a
Timeless Hunter," Twentieth Century Literature, XI (Ouly,
1965), 77-79.

,
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The most pointed example of this journey r'otif in
McCullers' work is Mick's bicycle trip with Harry (in Heart).
The trip is
country.

d

long one--they ride sixteen miles out into the

The woods they finally reach suggest mystery,

knowledge; and the water-blood imagery suggests the themes
of initiation and rebirth.

After swimming and eatinn lunch.

Harry makes a bed of leaves and grass, and they lie down.
With little thought, and in ruch innocence, both experience
the sexual act for the first time.

At hone, the two react

differently to the "hero's test."

Harry, sure that everyone

can detect the chance in him, leaves home, while Mick accepts
and lives with the experience.

rick, then, has been the

4
victor.
Comparable to the exterior journey which Mick makes,
there is a longer interior one, one with larger significance.
The summer passes, and at its end, Mick has grown from a child
to a young woman.
her childhood.

She has lost John Singer, and she has lost

Mick has entered into the world of the adult:

she has been introduced to sexual experience, and she has taken
a job as a clerk in the local Woolworth's.
Frankie, Mick's counterpart in The Member of the Wedding,
has also undergone a process of initiation.

Her change is

signalled by the change of her name--from the childlike "Frankie"
to the pseudo-sophisticated "F. Jasmine" to the more realistic
3lbid.

p

78.

4
Ibid.

p

79.
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and more adult "Frances."

At the end of the novel, everything

has changed, a concrete symbol of Frankie's newly-acquired
adulthood.

John Fenry hs died, Ferenice is leaving the Addams

family to marry T. T. Williams, the Addamses are moving to a
different house, and Frances has a new friend, Mary Littlejohn.
The third adolescent, jester Clane (in Clock Without
Hands), journeys to the very center of himself.

Unable to

accept his grandfather's Southern docmatism, and left with
only the faintest memory of his liberal father, Jester
experiences a crisis in identity that is more significant than
the one previously mentioned.

The end of Jester's search for

himself comes with his plane ride with Sammy Lank.

While in

the plane, Jester sees the futility of revenge and understands the importance of community.

Jester sets the plane

down, and shortly after tells his grandfather that he has
decided to study law.

He has, at least, reached some sort

of understanding about himself and his fellow man.
Still another interior journey comes in Clock Without
Hands.

J. T. Malone, dying of leukemia, has spent his whole

life in pursuit of nothing, indeed, has merely existed.
Forced out of premedical study by the "Jew grinds" who made
the top grades and raised the curve, Malone fell, too easily,
into the ownership of a drugstore, and ever married the
daughter of the former owner, more as a matter of convenience
than anything else.

Little by little he became separated

from his family, and has even lost hirself.

In the hospital,
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Malone reads Sickness Unto Death, and, in a horrible roment
of self-awareness, he understands Kierkegaard's "The areatest
dander, that of losinc one's own self, ray pass off ouietly
as if it were nothino; every other loss, that of an arm, a
leg, five dollars, a wife, etc., is sure to be noticed." (147)
LiKe Jester, he comes to terms with himself; but, ironically,
when he does, all the time has elapsed from the "clock without
hands."
The quest, then, is both a success and failure.
Eeople come and people go, but nothing is actually altered.
If one does progress, as Mick, Frankie, Jester and Malone
do, the satisfaction of having made those steps forward is
terpered by the ensuing pain.

For the three adolescents,

the end of the quest is signalled by their entering into an
adult world, a world in which it is more difficult to exist.
The end of J. T. Malone's journey is death.

His whole life

has been justified by his final act; but his life is over.
Several McCullers' characters imagine trips to cooler
climates, away from the hot Southern summers.

Frankie dreams

of Alaska, where her brother has been in the service, and
thirks it strangely wonderful that the bride he has chosen
comes from Winter Hill.

She anticipates traveling with them

far north, where they will all most definitely be "members."
But Frankie's illusions are shattered--Jarvis returns from
Alaska, Winter Hill proves to be just another Ceorgia town,

24
much like her own, and she is faced with the reality of returning
5
home after the wedding.
Similar to Frankie's dream are the half-serious plans
Alisoh and Anacleto make to leave South Carolina, and move
to Quebec, another cooler climate.

Alison speaks of divorcing

Morris Langdon, and she tries to devise some plan by which
she and Anacleto might support themselves.

Considering

teaching, taking in sewing, operating a shrimp boat with
Anacleto's help, she concludes that none of these plans
will work.

Her procrastination and cowardice, then, keep

her bound, never able to beein the journey.
J. T. Malone, too, (Clock Without Hands) imagines
snow, trips to Vermont.

As a college student he studied at

Columbia, and spent his free tire skating at Rockefeller
Plaza.

He and his wife have talked of vacationing in the

North; and, dying, he plans to go away from some time alone
in Vermont.

Malone's one real trip North is a short one--he

fails in his pre-med study, and comes home to Georgia.

He

longs to return North, because it is there that he has had
the only kind of belonging that he has ever known.

Too,

paradoxically, the trip North would be an escape to isolation.
Snow becomes reality in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe.
A freak occurrence, the white stuff effects an enormous change
in the very atmosphere of the town.

Children are scared by

5
rePherson, ' erson McCullers:
pp. 39-40.

Lonely Huntress,"
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the phenoieenon; their parents are no more sophisticated about
it than they.

Miss Amelia chooses to disregard the snow--she

shuts her windows and doors, and retreats to her room.

She

has previously responded in the same manner to Marvin Macy;
not knowing whether to accept or reject, she elected to ignore
him.

Thus, then, is Arelia's reaction to anything she does

not immediately like or dislike:
from it.

she simply isolates herself

racy is the only one who actually relishes the

6
snow; although Cousin Lymon pretends to like it, his delight
with it is probably instead a delight with Marvin Macy.
The snow, then, is intimately associated with the
Macy, followed by Lymon, wanders through

idea of journey.

the snow-covered Society City, and immediately after, Macy
takes up residence in Amelia's house.

The hunchback had

admired Macy in a half-perverse way, and this seems to be
the first reciprocity that Macy offers.
suggest progression:

Snow, here, does

it is immediately after the snowfall

that Macy moves in; and it is exactly one month later that
the antagonism between Amelia and Marvin Macy gains enough
momentum to culminate in the fight.
Some journeys suggest normality and perversion
simultaneously.

Private

ritualistic riding of

Firebird is a symbol of his keen affinity with the animal
world--indeed, he is very much like an animal himself.
another sense, however, the ride suggests his attempt to
6 .
Ibid.

p

39

In
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escape the coldness and suppression of feeling at the army can.
He sits, night after night, at Leonora's bedside, and this,
too, is a kind of animalistic escape, an escate from structure
to sensuality.

Both suogested journeys are journeys away from

community, towards another kind of community, with nature, or
with the senses.

Normality and perversion become almost

indistinguishable.
The excursions that Alison and Anecleto (in Peflections)
make are also attempts at escape from the camp in which, like
the town in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, there is "absolutely
nothino to do." (65) Alison's and Anacleto's trips to the
cities, however, represent more than this--they assume added
significance when we know that !,':orris Langdon and Leonora
Penderton are having an affair, and that Alison and her
husband are completely separated.

Alison and the servant,

sometimes accompanied by their friend, Lt. Weinchek, make
trips to distant cities to attend concerts, ballets.

These

trips, in addition to fulfilling an aesthetic need, are
attempts to find something to compensate for a deficiency in
their lives that all three must feel:

Alison is psychotic,

her husband neither understands her nor sympathizes; Lt. Weinchek
is a round peg in the square hole of an Army base; and Anacleto
is a Pan.

They join in an effort to escape the grotesque and

perverted, even polluted, atmosphere which emanates from the
novel.

In The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter the trips which Singer
makes to the asylur at which Antonaeoulos is a patient are,
in a sense, attempts to regain that which, paradoxically, was
never really possessed.

Singer visits Antonapoulos, taking

food, pretty clothes, things which will be amusements and
diversions for his friend.
4

Singer, in an almost ritualistic

procedure, always rakes his journeys in the same manner:

he

writes to Antonapoulos, telling hin• of the much longed -for
visit--it is of no consequence that the letters, even had
they been railed, could not have been read; he quickly, but
very thoroughly, arranges all details regarding his room,
his job; then he goes on his "pilgrimage."

one of the visits

could be termed a success by anyone but Singer; Antonapoulos
is his usual gross, selfish self, reflecting to Singer only
444

what the latter wants to see.
There are, too, shorter trips.

A similar attempt to

escape is demonstrated in Heart by Bubber's running away from
home after the accidental shooting of Baby.

More than trying

to escape family, Bubber (after the accident known as
George)
is trying to get away from himself.7 But he does not succeed;
and he consciously or unconsciously understands the truththat one can never escape the prison of self.
Still another example in heart is Jake Blount, himself
a kind of wandering minstrel, even an evangelist.
a perennial wanderer.

Blount is

He cores to the town; while he is there

7Phiilips, 'Gothic Architecture of Weddinc,"
P. 60.
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he roams over it, preaching his "ressace," and then, when the
center of his (and everyone else's) life is dead, he leaves
it.

Blount wonders at the paradox of his leaving, ".

. was

this flight or was it onslaught?" (489) But it actually makes
no difference.

Flight or onslaught, with Blount, would somehow

have the same result.

He will always roam, although he will

never leave the South.
There are other short trips.

Perhaps the rost out-

standing of these is Frankie's journey through the Georgia
town in The Member of the 1:edding.

Frankie walks through

the town, aping in every section, and everywhere she can
she stops, and tells her listeners the news about her
brother's wedding.

Throughout her trek she is reminiscent

of the Ancient Mariner;8 Frankie's albatross is her feeling
of aloneness, the knowledge that she is "a member of
nothing."

Her journey, like Singer's, is one in which the lover

attempts to find a nexus outside himself.9 Singer's may be
successful, but Frankie's is not; for she reets no one who
cares about the wedding.
In a manner of speakina, Frankie meets herself walking
through the town.

The organ grinder and his monkey, who go

from one place to another, are, again, reminiscent of the
wanderer-motif.

Like minstrels, they roam without stopping,

8
Evans, Ballad of Carson McCollers, P. 1 20.
o
'Vickery, "Carson cCullers: A rap of Love," p. 21.
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and they thus depict the human predicament.

Frankie, after

being excluded from the honeymoon, is forced to return home
with her father, Berenice and John Henry.

That night, she

packs her suitcase, leaves her father a good-bye letter, and
sets out "into the world."

if she cannot be a member of the

wedding, then she will be a member of something.

However, her

attempt is just that, and her father takes her home.
Malin, writing in New American Gothic, has speculated
that the chain gang in Ballad is perhaps symbolic of "the
only meaningful voyage in Carson

eCullers' fiction.'

11

Although not physically experienced, the idea of journey
presented in this coda to the ballad has as its theme, of
course, the main theme of Carson McCullers:
and the resulting isolation.

unrequited love

The twelve 7en, who tangibly travel

for only the shortest distance (they go down the highway)
in the larger scheme of things go very far.

They travel from

solitude to community, from the loneliness of one to the
camaraderie of twelve.

The latter, although a temporary

condition, is nonetheless genuine, and will be treated in more
detail in the next two chapters.
The quest motif, then, is another unifying device used
in Carson McCullers' fiction.

Some of the journeys are imaginary,

some are lengthy, some are short; others are psychological.

In

each instance, however, the journey is to some center other than
10
Phillips, "riothic Architecture of Weddina_," pp. 71-7?.
11
"alin, New_ Ar'erican Gothic, p. 117.

30

self.

Paradoxically, in order to find that center, the traveler

roust leave whatever nexus he has known prior to the journey.
The quest is always a search for love, a release from
isolation.

It is a necessary link in the chain of humanity,

and it is also a device McCullers uses in the presentation of
her large theme.

It represents the illusion that community is

possible, that isolation is not necessarily a permanent
condition.

But love proves only temporary, and isolation,

indeed, is lasting.

The chain is formed.

One perceives

his aloneness; he journeys, by means of love, to a focal point
outside himself; he then escapes isolation, and at the same time
realizes a greater isolation.

CHAPTER III
ISOLATION AND COMMUNITY
All paradox demonstrates theme, and the first of two
themes to be treated here is the ambiguous relationship between
isolation and community, which Carson McCullers says is basic
in all her work.

The word "isolation" denotes separateness,

in contrast to "community."

Edwin Bowden, writing in The

Dunoeon of the Heart, points out that isolation is a condition
inherent in the very spirit of America.

Literature depicts

and suggests life, and becomes a part of that life.

It follows,

then, that the theme of isolation is central to American life
1
and literature.
-11

Community and isolation are paradoxical when it is
within the community that isolation occurs, or when the
community isolates the individual.

This is the paradoxical

situation around which The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter is built:
"the Essential loneliness cf individuals in a world full of
2
other individua1s."
John Singer, the deaf-mute, is the most symbolically
isolated character in Heart.

While Antonacoulos--grossly

l Edwin T. Bowden, The Dungeon of the Heart: Human
Isolation and the American Nov—ef (New York: The racmillan
Company, 1961), pp. viii -4.
2
Evans, Ballad of Carson McCullers, p.
31
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fat, childlike, selfish, sensual --lives, Singer, if he has
no one to talk with, at least has someone to talk to.
separateness

His

of course, stems from his physical handicap.

Singer does rake one half-hearted attempt at forming an
alliance with three other deaf-mutes he meets, but upon
learning they do not know Antonapoulos, he loses interest,
and turns away.

Antonapoulos' death leaves Singer with no

receptor for his thoughts.

It is paradoxical that Singer,

who provides the means by which the other four can be released
from their isolation, cannot himself enter into the community.
Because Singer is unable to cope with being alone
after Antonapoulos has died, he kills himself.

Ironically

again, he is actually no more alone after his friend's death
than he was before.

.-",11 the people who surround Singer--

Mick, Dr. Copeland, Jake Blount, and to a perhaps lesser
degree, Biff--are miserable:

Hick, because she is growing

up, Copeland, because of the burden he feels for his people,
Blount, because of the burden he carries for rankind, and
Biff, because he is completely separated from life.

All are

isolated from the community of which they are, paradoxically,
a part.

But singer is ". . . the embodiment of that sense of

isolation, of separation from the community, which makes
3
their lives wretched."

3
Kohler, 'Carson HcCullers:
p. 417.

Variations on a Thee,"

The adolescent Mick is separated from everything and
everyone in her world.

Besides being older than she, her

sisters are attuned to different interests.

Hazel and Etta

sit up at nights and read movie magazines; Mick sneaks to
a neighbor's yard to eavesdrop on a Brahms or Beethoven
symphony on the radio.

Mick imagines her music--she has

whole concertos inside her mind--and when she does, she
goes into her separate mental room and closes everyone else
out.

It is, paradoxically, this love of music which both

isolates her and draws her close to some person.
The isolation that Dr. Copeland experiences stems
from two sources.

He is obsessed with the injustice that

fellow blacks have endured for years.

He is educated, a

physician who dispenses contraceptives to an already overpopulated black community.

His education, of course, to

some degree alienates him from the black community; because
he is educated he talks like a erhite man, and he is criticized
by even his daughter, Portia.

In speaking of her brothers,

she says:
none of us ever cares to talk like you. Us talk
like our own Mama and her peoples and their peoples
before them. You think out everything in your
brain. While ur rather talk from something in our
hearts that has been there for a lona time. (219-20)
Educationally, Cr. Copeland is separated from the
Negro community, and his skin isolates him from the white
community.

•A

But these two factors only contribute to a

greater isolation.

He is filled with hatred for those who
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have oppressed Negroes for so long and with disgust for his
people, who make no ripples in the complacency.

His education

and his idealism, which should rake him loically the leader
of his people, paradoxically Pienate him from them.
Another character with a cause is Jake Blount.

Like

Copeland, he is obsessed with a doctrine that he must tell
to everyone.

His diatribe, however, is one levelled against

capitalism, against social convention in aeneral.

Blount

He is isolated because, of

"knows"; and the others do not.

all the people he knows, "only he and Singer understood the
truth.

His knowledge, which he distributes with religious

fervor, is perhaps his personal war on a world which he
feels has cheated him.

But one wonders at Blount's

"knowledoe," and Singer writes Antonapoulos of the 'wild one"
who imagines that the deaf man somehow understands.
Biff, the proprietor of the New York Cafe, is
completely alienated from his wife.

His fantasized relation-

ship with Mick in some way links him to the world of which
he is not a part.

He is obsessed with collecting newspapers;

his room is filled with them.

And his obsession suggests

that he is separated from reality, living only in the past,
in printed matter, perhaps not living at all.
After his wife's death Biff has a mystic realization
about the community, union, of all people.
that all people are of both sexes:
and old women become ;:lasculine.

He understands

old men are like women,

The same is true of him;

2r;

since Alice has died, Biff has redecorated his apartent,
giving it several distinctly feminine touches; and he quizzically dabs Alice's toilet water on his armpits, less in an
attempt to remember his wife than to fulfill some sort of
need to be both male and female.

He lonos to have some

children to mother, and thinks of adopting a little boy
and a little girl, someone that he (like John Singer) might
be a god to.
Biff is the only character who is able to see Singer
objectively; he recognizes all the others' veneration of the
mute.
figure.

In this near-omniscence, Biff himself becomes a GodHe is the only character who comprehends his isolation.

This understanding comes in the later part of the story when,
"in a flash of recoqnition,"4 he realizes that isolation
is not the only state which man can elect.

Community is

possible, in the cafes of the world, between people who are
more than physically alene,5 Paradcxically, Biff is the only
one who is not primarily concerned with himself; and he is
actually that which the others have sought in Singer.

But

he speaks, and it is this fact which keeps him from being
accepted as Singer is.
Although there are dozens of long conversations, there
are no characters in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter who actually
'Dodd, "Development of Theme Through Symbol," p. 213.
5
Ibid., p. 212.
6Vickery, "Carson McCullers:

A Map of Love," p. 18.
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communicate with one another.

Biff, Mick, Copeland, and Blount

become entities which are, paradoxically, incomplete and lack
a mirror, a receptor.

Taylor has suggested that these people
Extending

"reflect . . . the disintegration of a way of- life.'7

his statement, it seers fair to say that McCullers' micro-cosmic
picture suggests that isolation is, indeed, a way of life.
Although some people understand, as Biff does, this under-4

standing can in no way compensate for the lack of communication

4

which evokes suffering.
rerhaps the clearest delineation of the theme of
love, and its accompanying isolation comes in The Ballad
8
All of the principal characters are so
of the Sad Cafe.
distorted, so exaggerated, that they are of necessity
isolated.

The main character, Amelia, is separated from

community by family, and by her physicality; she is six
feet tall, a very imposing and masculine figure.

when

Lymon comes into her life, she opens herself emotionally.
literally, through their relationship, and symbolically,
through their opening of the cafe together.
Lyman, the catalyst who precipitates the action in
at least two instances, is responsible for the cafe's being
conceived and made reality.

The cafe begins very simply,

7
Horace Taylor, "The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter: A
Southern Waste Land," in Studies in American Literature, ed. by
Waldo McNeir and Leo B. Levy -T.Tifon Roucle: Louisiana State
University Press, 1960), p. 158.
3
Phillips, "Painful Love:
p. P,5.
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but it is such a success that it quickly becomes more
it

sophisticated.

Until Amelia's cafe, there had been no place

for the people of the town to meet, and it quite definitely
fulfills both social and psychological needs.

The spirit of

people is changed in an atmcsphere of gaiety, McCullers
writes; even the poor "pinch up the salt in a dainty and
modest manner."

But even though Lymon is r, -onsible for

the interlude which brings so much pleasure to the lives
of all the townspeople, he is never quite accepted.

He is

"adopted" in the cafe, and is always a source of much amusement to the cafe's customers.
The atmosphere of conviviality which they enjoy has
originated from the love between Lymon and Amelia, a relationship donmed to be destroyed.
.4.

The grotesqueness of the two

central characters is McCullers' way of emphasizing both the
artificiality and frailty inherent in human community.
The Ballad of the Sad Cafe suggests that isolation
is a condition of human life, one that can never be escaped.
The coda, with the chain gang--the "twelve immortal men"-suggests the eternal condition of separateness, of man from
man, and of man from God.9

The members of the chain gang

"the
are
_ able to sina, however, and their song is one of
indestructible joy of endurance and transcendent pain."10
Both paradoxical and ironic, the same element joins and
9Dodd, "Development of Theme Through Symbol," p. 206.
10Hassan, Radical Innocence, p. 226.
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separates the twelve men of the chain gang, and that
is their

4r.

loneliness.

The singing they do is symbolic of love--and

through singing they attempt to lose their separate ident
ities.
At the same time "sombre and joyful," their singi
ng has a
paradoxical effect on the hearer:
'ecstasy and fright . 11

it evokes "a mixture of

The song of the chain gang and

Biff's vision seem the most affirmative statements
of
isolation:

its presence and its aftermath.

Both, however,

have a bittersweet quality.
In Reflections in a Golden Eye, as in The Heart Is
a
Lonely Funter, a main theme is the search for love
and
consequent release from isolation.
result is the same:

And, as in Heart, the
"frustration and tragedy..12 Reflections

contains more aberrated characters than any other
of McCullers'
works; the grotesqueries and abnormalities, howev
er, serve to
isolate characters, and perhaps there is here a
merging of
theme and symbol.

Vickery says that each character's "psychic

warping" is reflected in Captain Penderton's
self-image;
he conceives hirself as grotesquely shaped,
a poor image of
13
a doll.
There are two categories into which the characters
here may be grouped.

There are, first of all, Leonora, lajor

Landon, and Ellcee Williams, who are instinctua
l, and live
11_
Evans, Ballad of Carson McCullers, pp. 113-134.
12
_Ibid., p. 81.
13
Vickery, "Carson McCullers: A Map of Love," p. 19.
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primarily by aniral instincts.

On the other hand, there are

Alison, Anacleto, and Lieutenant Weinchek, who live by intellect.
Captain renderton seers to fall into neither category.
what of a savant, he

Some-

has never had an original thought in his

life.'
The other women at the army camp view Leonora Penderton
as an enigmatic figure, and ironically, "the truth of the
matter was that she was a little feebleminded." (512) She
seems purely dlandular; she likes food, liquor, and men;
the sirple task of writing a letter on the other hand,
oecomes a major project in which she and colored Susie
shut themselves up in the kitchen to compose several rough
copies before producing the final one.

Leonora and the

Major are having an affair (under the eyes of the discreet
Weldon Penderton and Alison Langdon), and this illustrates
their motivation, which is instinctive, and animal.
Private Williams completes the animal trio.

More

than any other of McCullers" characters, he bridges the gap
between the human and the animal.

And he may be the character

most difficult to describe. (Lymon, however, is
enigmatic).

lmost as

Williams has performed four spontaneous acts

in his life:

he bought a cow when he was young, he joined

the Army, he watched Leonora sleeping, and he rode Firebird
in the forest.

Williams seems nearly the perfect soldier,

but there are some deviations from this paradigm.

Once he

killed a Negro soldier, buried the body, and no one ever knew.

There is, too, the disagreement with Captain Penderton when
Williams, in a seemingly meaningless action, cuts down the
tree.

And there are the candy bars that he eats at night in

his bunk.
we.

Malin, .m-iting in New American Gothic, suggests

that his secret eating of them foreshadows the tone of all
the relationships.14
Paradoxically, Williams, who appears to be an active
participant in the life process, in reality inchoate.

He

is practically sub-human, inarticulate to the point of
never speaking.

He is isolated by the grotesqueries of his

own life, and it is this isolation which prevents him from
being completely human.

It is, too, this isolation which

keeps him from acknowledging the captain's homosexual
advances, and from doing more than just watch "The Lady" at
sleep_15
While Leonora, Morris Langdon, and Williams are
motivated chiefly by instinctive connections, Alison,
Lt. Weinchek and Anacleto are sensitive, even intellectual.
The three of them are isolated, and the means by which they
try to escape is through the arts.

Since the death of their

baby (which perhaps is an embodiment of all the horrible and
grotesque things Anacleto draws in his picture), Alison and
Major Langdon have not communicated.

Alison is completely

apart from the camp; nasty little jokes, sordidly humorous,
14
Malin, New American Gothic, p. 57.
15Vickery, "Carson McCullers:

A Map of Love," p. 21.
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are circulated, and there is at least one that originated
with Captain Penderton.
Anacleto is at first isolated because of his race.
His Filipino ancestry lends an exotic aura to the work.

Then,

too, his sprite-like character does not fit in with the
masculine atmosphere of the army camp.

Anacleto is completely

devoted to Alison; he sits up at night with her when she is
ill; McCullers writes of his ability to make a party of the
most serious event.

He is a humorous character; he likes

opera and ballet, and he practices his ballet steps around
the house.
The third member of the trio, Lt. Weinchek, is a
somewhat pitiful figure.

He is old by army promotional

standards; almost ready for retirement, he has never been
promoted to a higher rank than lieutenant.

Two things

isolate him from the army community--his aesthetic sensibility,
and his failure to attain promotion.
Weldon Penderton will not fit into either cateccry.
He is intelligent, but his knowledge is merely assimilative-he has "never in his life had had an idea in his head." (508)
He is homosexual, although he never makes any overt movements
toward any of the .ien at the base.

Penderton is the stereotype

of the Southern officer, but is quite isolated from the other
people on the camp.
justification for it.

His whole existence seems to be a
He is also sado-rasochist, taking pleasure

in inflicting pain on hiself and on others.
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Escape never becomes a reality for any of the characters
in Reflections.

Neither instinctive connectien (Leonora,

Langdon, Williams) nor art (Alison, Anacleto, Weinchek) proves
a successful means of escape.

Captain Penderton's attempt,

too, is unsuccessful; his killing Williams is his protest
against his life, and parallels Alison's self-mutiliation
and her attempt to convince the others of Langdon and Leonora's
affair.

Alison, after two unsuccessful attempts

t escape,

. is driven to the life of complete isolation which the
u16 After
world itself has created and called insanity,
Penderton kills Williams, he is destroyed; he slumps against
the wall like 'a broken and dissipated monk," a curious
portrait of a homosexual and impotent paradigm of Army manhood.

The endina of Reflections is ambiguous; whether

Penderton shoots himself after shooting Williams is not
clear.

But whether he dies Cr not, he and Alison come to

the same spiritual end.
Just as the private worlds created in Reflections
in a Golden

ye do not function, the inward world of each

individual in The Member of the Weddira does not adequately
insure a satisfactory life.

The inner world, fully developed

in each individual, is not strong enough to exist alone; it
is incomplete.

The existence of the outer world cannot be

denied; as it forces itself in, it shatters the world inside.17
leIbid.
17
Dodd, "Cevelup,,ent of Thee Through Symbol," p. 209.

Frankie perhaps realizes this; in a Prufrockian moment she
tries to explain, but each thing she says is followed by a
"that is not what I meant at all" feeling of helplessness,
evoked by her listener's inability to understand, or by her
inability to express her feeling.

As Berenice puts it, "We

all go around trying one thing or another, but we caught
anyway." (741) For Berenice the trying has been Ludie; for
Frankie it is her brother's wedding.

Neither is satisfactory.

The Member of the wedding, then, is a treatise on
isolation and membership.

Frankie, alias F. Javnine, alias

Frances, is "a member of nothing," and her attempt at release
from isolation comes through her brother's impending wedding.
Frankie is isolated, as all 12-year-old girls are, and her
great desire is to belong--to be a part of some huge scheme
of things.
,

Kat

More than a treatment merely of Frankie's isolation,

however, The Member of the Wedding is a treatment of the
isolation of all people'.

All aaes are represented:

John Henry

the child, Frankie the adolescent, Berenice the middle-aged
Negro.
Symbolic of each person's isolation is the episode
in which Frankie, Berenice and John Henry sing.
a different part:

Each takes

Perenice sings the low part, John Henry

sings high above the rest in a thin, reedy voice, and Frankie
sings sliding up and down the middle, filling in the spaces.
This harmonizing, perhaps, is a symbolic picture of men's
reconciliation to life, to each other.
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One thing that must

be noted is that, although there is community in the joining
together, still there is isolation in that each part is
completely distinct from the others.
The chain gang of seven blacks and five whites who
make beautiful dark music sings in much the same manner as
the trio in Wedding.

Each one is isolated from the others,

yet they somehow elicit a feeling of togetherness throughout
their -.ong.

The three in the kitchen are forced together by

need and the "Twelve Mortal Men" are forced together by pain.
Both groups sing wonderful music, but for both it is an
interlude.

The singing must always stop.

Just as Berenice expresses the feeling of being "caught,"
so does Jester Clane in Clock Without Hands.18 Jester, bearing
a guilt bequeathed to him by his father, is an adolescent
completely alone.

He cannot accept the values of his grand-

father, a staunch Southerner of the old school, but he has no
values to substitute f4r them.
••;,1.

Jester tries to establish

a relationship with Sherman Pew, but the Negro is repelled
by Jester's covert homosexuality.

Ironically, Ellen, J. T.

Malone's ddughter, fancies herself in love with Jester, but
Jester is either unaware or uncaring.
Not until after Sherman's death does Jester come to
terms with himself.
1

In a gesture of pretended friendlinesS,

he takes Sherman's murderer for a plane ride, and actually
18
'Robert Drake, "The Lonely Heart of Carson McCull2rs,"
Christian Centuri, LXXXV (January 10, 1968), 50.
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intends to kill the ran.

But up in the plane, cut off from

the world below, Jester is able to comprehend what things are
actually about, and he can core back to his grandfather's home
with some measure of peace.

It is only through his escape,

however, that he becomes a part of that which he has run away
from.
Like Jester, J. T. Malone apprehends some measure
of peace with himself.

The character around whose dilemma

Clock Without Hands is arranged, Malone is dying of leukemia.
He is isolated as a result of his illness; but he has not been
a part of the world for a lone time.

He and his wife have

long since ceased to be close, his dauchter seems to be someone else's daughter, and his friends perceive him as something
he is not.

Malone refuses to be a part of the Klannish scheme

to kill Sherman Pew, who has rented a house in a poor but
nevertheless white section of town; and this is the one real,
positive, action of his life.

Paradoxically, this act, which

endows him with some sort of community with mankind, if not
with his neighbors, comes as a result of his illness and
impending death.
i4.

The paradox involved in Malone's exoerience,

as in all of Clock, is "that selfhood can only be attained
by identification with something outside the self."19
As was previously stated, the Twelve Mortal M'en in
The_ Ballad
express the universal condition
_
_ _ _of
_ _ the Sad
__
_Cafe

19
Evans, Ballad of Carson McCullers, p. 174.
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of loneliness and isolation.

Uayne D. Dodd analyzes the coda

in this manner:
Although the twelve mortal men of the chain gang
in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe represent the plight
of all mankind in her world, caught, bound together
by the chains of circumstance and necessity, yet
unable to achieve a harmony that transcends their
individuality--still there is a momentary harmony
of individual voices when they sing, a harmony
that breaks, however briefly, the chains that hold
them bound to their fate. And the song in which
their voices share is the song sung by all mortal
men, 'half-sung and like a question.' They are
forever bound;. yet there is something beautiful
and noble about their struggle.20
If any generalization about isolation in Carson McCullers'
fiction can be made, it is probably that the McCullers world
is one of "no exit, 21 one in which the characters seek release
from the isolation which binds them.

3ut the world is a "no

exit" one; characters are, paradoxically, alone even while
members of the community.

Men are essentially and primarily

separated from other men, and isolation is a constant which can
only he temporarily alleviated.

The only means of achieving

the temporary alleviation in McCullers' world is through love,
itself an ambiguous solution at best.
20Dodd,
"Development of Theme Through Symbol," p. 212.
21
- Catharine Hughes, "A World of Outcasts," Commonweal,
LXXV (October 13, 1961), 75.

CHAP1ER IV
LOVE AND HATE
It is the need for release from isolation that prompts
love in McCullers' work.

As has just been noted, the separate-

ness of individuals from other individuals is a condition of
life, one which can be only temporarily alleviated, and that
only by means of love.

In none of McCullers' fiction is

there a picture of a "perfect" love; the only such relationship is that of the ,71Jd9e and his
Hands), and it is only alluded to.

iss Missy (in Clock Without
All other depictions of

love are incomplete, grotesque, perverse.

Love, then, in the

McCullers world, is strange, is a means to an end, and is
itself destructive to some degree.
McCullers' therre is "the search for love."1

The long

section in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe (which Oliver Evans
says describes an 'axiom of the human psyche"2) is perhaps
the best creed that can be found in all her work.

It is

lengthy, but it sees worthwhile to look at it in its
entirety:
First of all, love is a joint experience betleen
two persons--but the fact that it is a joint
experience does rot mean that it is a similar
iSimonini, Southern Writers, p. 184.
2
Evans, Ballad of Carson 'cCullers, p. 25.
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experience to the two people involved. There are
the lover and the beloved, but these two come from
different ciantries. Often the beloved is only a
stimulus for all the stored-up love which has lain
quiet within the lover for a long time hitherto.
And sonehow every lover knows this. He feels in
his soul that his love is a solitary thing. He
comes to know a new, strange loneliness and it is
this knowledge which makes him suffer. So there
is only one thing for the lover to do. He must
house his love within himself as best he can; he
must create for himself a whole new inward world-a world intense and strange, complete in himself.
Let it be added here that this lover about whom we
speak need not necessarily be a young man saving
for a wedding ring--this lover can be man, woman,
child, or indeed any human creature on this earth.
Now, the beloved can also be of any description.
The most outlandish people can be the stimulus
for love. A flan may be a doddering great-grandfather and still love only a strange girl he saw
in the streets of Cheehaw one afternoon two
decades past. The preacher may love a fallen
woman. The beloved may be treacherous, greasyheaded, and given to evil habits. Yes, and the
lover may see this as clearly as anyone else-but that does not affect the evolution of his
love one whit. A most mediocre person can be
the object of a love which is wild, extravagant,
and beautiful as the poison lilies of the swell).
A good man may be the stimulus for the love
both violent and debased, or a jabbering madman
may bring about in the soul of someone a tender
and simple idyll. Therefore, the value and
quality of any love is determined solely by the
lover himself.
It is for this reason that most of us would
rather love than be loved. Almost everyone
wants to be the lover. And the curt truth is
that, in a deep secret way, the state of being
be loved (sic) is intolerable to many. The
lover craves any possible relation with the
beloved, even if this experience can cause
him only pain. (24-25)
People love in order to escape isolation.

People also

love as a matter of habit, as a ritualistic action.

When love

does becoefe ritual, it begins as love, and somehow undergoes
a
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strange tran3formation from interior emotion to physical ritual.
One such example is that of Biff and Alice, in The heart Is a
Lonely Hunter.

Married for several years, they have long since

ceased to be a unity of husband and wife, and lead almost
completely separate lives.

Practically non-communicative,

they go through only the most superficial motions of marriage.
Even those who ordinarily have the closest love
relationships, then, are separated. 3

Husbands and wives,

parents and cnildren, are separated.

Benedict Mady Copeland,

the Negro doctor in Heart, has no relationship with his sons
and shares little with Portia.

During the children's youth,

he had devoted many hours to instilling into their 71inds the
idea that the Negro was, and has been for many years,
educationally and socially oppressed.

In an attempt to make

them realize the black man's problems, he educated them in
the ways of the "new" Negro.

Strangely enough, it is this

excess of love that alienates Dr. Copeland's children.
The five main characters in The Heart Is a Lonely
Hunter
_ are conscious victims of isolation, and all are trying
to escape through identification with some person other than
themselves.

Mick, Blount, Brannon, Dr. Copeland direct their

3
Taylor, "Heart: A Southern Waste Land," p. 158.
Taylor's article draws an analogy between Heart and T. S.
Eliot's
Waste Land. He sees the dilemma in Heart as a religious
one. The people, "hollow men of a society that is spiritually
dead," are completely isolated; and the love they know is
mere ritual. Love becomes ritual because there is no
"substratum of faith" to draw the individuals together.
Religious bonds are lost, and only vacuous comunity remains.
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love toward John Singer, a deaf-ute, who cannot understand what
they say, or why they say it, and so is hardly capable of
reciprocatind.

Singer's charismatic quality is his not simply

because he is deaf, and hence a good listener, but because of
all the others, "he alone . . . is a lover, he alone loves."4
Singer's love is directed, ironically, toward Antonapoulos,
who likewise neither perceives nor reciprocates.

After

Antonapoulos' death, Singer cannot cope with the emptiness
of his life, and he shoots himself.

Conversely, the four

who set Singer up as a Kind of Christ figure are able to
return to the status they have known before Singer; each
person is slightly changed, but no one undergoes any great
alteration.5
The results of love are varied.

As has been noted

in the previous chapter, the act of loving is an attempt to
escape isolation, an attempt which, paradoxically, often
ends in isolation, because any escape from the self is
by nature transitory.

The lover comes back in upon himself

again, of necessity, alone, after losing all thought of self
briefly.

He comes, however, with a new understanding of

4
Hassan, p. 213.
•

5
Durham's "God and No God in Heart," discusses allegory
based on religious myth as it is seen inHeart. He notes that
when Antonapoulos dies, Singer dies also, and speculates that
Antonapoulos is representative or pagan religious myth, which,
when it collapses, precipitates the collapse of Christianity.

sharing.

The pain of loneliness, paradoxically, results in a

spirit of community that is more cogent than the union of the
lover-beloved.
The most important aspect of love is the freedom from
isolation which the lover receives.6
love and release is not so simple.

But the equation between

Because the lover-beloved

relationship is imbalanced and therefore tenuous and transient,
the lover finds a wall between himself and his object, rather
than the intimate connection he might ideally expect.7 The
beloved "fears and hates the lover" because he believes that
the lover is always trying to "strip" him of his identity,
his wholeness.

He therefore throws up barriers.

McCullers'

theme indicates that such paradoxes universally inform this
most crucial of human relationships.

Love, logically the

ultimate intimacy, becomes, ironically, the ultimate emotional
isolation.
So, then, those who love progress from one state of
isolation to another.

Frankie's sense of aloneness is

expressed by her being a "member of nothing," and she escapes
by identifying with her brother's wedding.

Berenice comments

that she has seen many people in love with many other people,
but never has she seen a person "in love with a wedding."
Undaun',.ed by adverse comments, Frankie (by this time, F. Jasmine)
continues her love affair with the wedding, and is a victim of
6
Phillips, "Gothic Architecture of Weddin2," p. 70.
7Vickery, "Carson McCullers:

A Map of love," p. 14.
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the greater isolation which results when the wheel has gone full
circle.

At the end of her story, she is nearly adult; and the

isolation of the adult is more profound than that of the child.
In a treatmert of love as paradox, it seems quite
essential to observe that the casting off of self which love
requires of the lover is the sole means by which the lover
can discover the self.8

Frankie Addams experiences a complete

loss o: self when she hears of the wedding.

Nothing is important

in her life except the wedding, and she gears everything toward
that one day.

Left utterly vulnerable because she has poured

all of herself into dreams of the wedding and what life will
be like after it, she is crushed when she is excluded.
Afterwards, she is no longer Frankie, but is Frances, and is
a member of a whole new world.
Amelia, too, is more alone after having had Lymon as
a part of her life than she was before.

For, having had a

receptor for her love, She is conscious of the loss.

Having

never known love before, she could not feel the pain of its
absence until Lymon was gone.

Her sense of isolation is

expressed symbolically by the description of her crossed eyes,
which seemed less crossed while Lymon was there, and looked
even more at each other after Lymon ran away with Marvin Macy.9
In the other works, love as escape is at least feasible, if
not probable.

Not so in Ballad.

In it, the lover is hated

8
Evans, Ballad of Carson McCullers, p. 103.
9
Ct. Dodd, "Theme Through Symbol."
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by the object of his love, and the result is that spiritual
isolation is the rule rather than the except;en.1°
Pain is still another outgrowth of love in r.c.Cullers'
world.

Ihab Hassan explains the curious relationship of the

two as

the thematic juxtaposition of the power of love and

the presence of pain."

11

Love, which is and should be the

source of most happiness and pleasure in the human condition
is, paradoxically, the source of greatest pain.

In all the

novels the theme of painful love is a predominant one.
In The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, Singer suffers no
pair when Antonapoulos and he live together despite Antonapoulos'
habits, annoying to everyone except Singer.
moronic, selfish and childlike.

The Greek is

When Singer pays for the

damages Antonapoulos has incurred at various business places
in town, when he pays to have Antonapoulos released from jail
(put there for urinating in public), he does so not grudgingly,
but actually joyfully, and with much patience and understanding.
Likewise, Singer tolerates Antonapoulos' stupidity and
selfishness, because he loves him.
The pain comes when Antonapoulos
coumitted to a sanitarium.

cousin has him

Singer leaves the house that he

and his friend have shared, and takes a room in the Kelly
boarding house.

Hi;

life, from that time on, is "measured

10E vans, Ballad of Carson McCullers, p. 131.
11 Hassan, Radical Innocence, p. 209.

out in coffee spoons," so to speak. 12

Singer exists, and only

lives on the days he goes to visit his friend.

Pain, then, is

caused indirectly by love; in this case, caused by the absence
of the beloved.

The fact that the lover-beloved relationship

exists does not mean pain; the fact that Sincer loved Antonapculos,
while the latter could not love, does not mean pain.

Pain

results when Antonapoulos is taken away from Singer.
Mick, Blount, Dr. Copeland and Biff all suffer when
Singer, the object of their love, dies.

After having known

Singer, Nick is closer to maturity, Blount is convinced that
some other people in the world "know," Dr. Copeland is taken
away, exiled to the country to live with his wife's family.
Biff alone is dr&stically unchanged.

All have known love,

and its loss has resulted in pain.
0!

In Reflections, there are no clearly defined examples
of painful love, indeed, of any love at all.

Penderton and

Leonora do not love, nor do Alison and Morris Langdon.

At

best, the two marriaoes are static statements of unresolved
differences.

Morris and Leonora have an affair, but theirs

is animalistic love.

The pain that Penderton undergoes comes

not as a result of love, but rather from isolation.13 Likewise, Williams is not caused any pain by the objects of his
12
See the reference in Heart to Singer's moving into
the boarding house, and to the note he gives to Siff Brannon
concerning the meals he was to be served at the New York
Cafe.
13
Evans, Ballad

Carson McCullers, p. 133.

love, Firebird and Leonora.

williams rides naked in the forest

in a kind of ritual that suggests community between man and
nature.

Still ritualistically, he v.atches, like a voyeur,

the sleeping Leonora. 'Aeither of the beloved objects
reciprocates, although Firebird responds.

But Williams may

be exempt, as may all the Reflections characters, because he
does not have the capacity to love.
One of the best examples of love which causes pain is
that of Berenice in The Member of the Wedding.

Berenice has

been married three times, once happily, to Ludie.

After her

first husband dies, Berenice marries twice more, each time
in an effort to recapture a bit of Ludie and the old happiness
she had known.

She rarries a man who is wearing Ludie's old

coat, and another whose thumb looks like Ludies.

The coat,

the thumb represent Berenice's attempts to find happiness.
Having once known the ideal, Berenice must forever try to
recapture it.
Frankie, too, endures pain because of her love.

Hers

is for the wedding, and like Berenice, having known the satisfaction of being a part of someone or something, Frankie is
left without a weapon with which to combat the pain that
ensues from isolation, a result of love.
In Clock Without Hands, Jester tries to love Sherman
and is rebuffed.

Judge Clone has loved his son, who committed

suicide, and he loves Jester, who rejects everything the Judge
stands for.

J. T. Malone, caught ur in his private war against
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a handless clock, has not loved for sucn a long tine that he
has perhaps forgotten how.
ignores her.

His daughter loves Jester, who

In each case pain results when the beloved does

not reciprocate.
In the McCullers world, attempts to love and be released
from the "zone of loneliness" which surrounds each individual
are always futile.

When one does love, the beloved must always

be adverse toward the lover; and the lover-beloved relationship,
rather than being a mutual expression of love, ends in an
impasse of love and hate.

Nor can love endure.

At best it

is a transient state, pleasing for the moe:ent.
But there is virtue even in a futile love.

The act

of loving alters the lover, and his immediate contacts.

It

is simply because Singer loves Antonapoulos that he is able
to be the object of love for Mick Copeland, Blount, and
Brannon.

Amelia loves Lymon, and the v)hole town is changed

and given a new sense of pride after the opening of the
cafe.

Berenice's futile attempts to find another Ludie

make possible her almost psychic perception of the humaa
condition of loneliness.
The story of the Twelve Mortal Men, which begins and
ends The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, seems to fit here.

Paradoxi-

cally the fact of their isolation both unites and separates
the men of the chain gang.

The prisoners are each separate

individuals, bound together by one thing--a chain.
same manner, men are isolated, each one

In the

his own "zone of
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loneliness."

They escape isolation only through isolation;

that is, they are united by the fact that all suffer.
says:

Daldanza

. . . it is the togetherness of the gang that is pre-

sented as the only alternative to the senseless waste of
pursuing love.

We simply have our choice between one kind

of adversity and another, and suffering emerges as the one
14
constant."
Hassan points out that, although love is a redeeming
element, pain is the force which brings the greater consciousnes
s.
Love produces isolation, sacrifice, death, with the result
being individual separateness.

The presence of pain, on the

other hand, because it makes a martyr of every man, "
binds men in a universal brotherhood--like a chain gang--even
more than love can."15 The positiveness of love, then, comes
not from triumph, but from endurance.
There is no single McCullers character who completely
understands love; rather, each character has a piecemeal
understanding, and some have it to a larger degree.
t

To

perceive love, one must be aware of individual capabilities
,
Amelia, Anacleto, Siff, John Henry, among others, ccmprehen4
love, but incompletely.

The most that any one ever perceives

is ". . . that love is a matter of loving unaltered by net

14Baldanza, "Plato in Dixie," p. 162.
15
Hassan, Radical Innocence, p. 210.
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being loved and that the dream of one's life is a Hatter of
faith not fact."16
16 Vickery, "Carson McCullers
:

A Map of Love," p. 24.

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
McCullers uses musical structure in order to present
the ambiguity of human emotions.

Her fiction proceeds from

statement through restatement, playing upon variations of a
theme.

Seen in totality, the fiction basically is concerned

with two themes, love and its resulting isolation.

There is

a general tone about the work which suggests musical structure,
and interplay between literary elements is reinforced by
musical forms and references.
Just as sonata form in music--statement and restatement-has a circular motion, so does McCullers

fiction.

Human

characteristics and emotions which often seem diametrically
opposed, in McCullers' world somehow move toward each other,
and merge to produce paradoxical situations which are developed
in all the works.

Movement is not enough, however; the

movement must involve circularity.

If it were straight

linear motion, then the result of the movement could be
release from the "zone of loneliness" in which each individual
is encapsulated; McCullers makes it perfectly clear, however,
that release from isolation can never be achieved.

The

movement must be at the same time away from self, away from
the fixed center, and in the large scheme of thinos, movement
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back toward that which is being escaped.

A circle, then, is

formed.
The function of paradox in the circular motion of the
riction is central.

For paradox suggests the merging of

opposed forces at the point on the circle where the beginning
meets the end.

Like the double-face of Janus, the themes of

Carson McCullers' fiction blend characteristics "normally"
seen as opposites.

cCullers, however, makes it clear that

the characteristics are not opposite, but are actually, and
paradoxically, the same.
The circle is developed by different means.

There

is, of course, the eye motif, in which some deformity of
vision always signals supra-perception.
motif of the quest.

And there is the

In it characters move, and their

journeys are perhaps long, but they are always round-trips;
there is always a return.

Characters may be changed, and

they often are; their change, however, has a paradoxical
effect, for at the end, they are in nearly the same position
as the one from which they started.
The motif of the eye at many times symbolizes both
recognition of isolation and perceptive ability.

After

recognition of isolation comes the quest for release from
it; and the quest, paradoxically, often becomes a standingstill.

The Quest is always an attempt to find love, and it

is sometimes successful.

But even when love is found, the

pain caused by the lover-beloved relationship always outweiqhs
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this love.

The lover-beloved relationship, which ideally should

be the source of most pleasure and happiness to both the lover
and the beloved, always results in pain.

For the lover is

forever trying to "strip bare" the object of his love; and the
beloved's reaction is hatred for the lover.

Love, and its

attendant pain, may perhaps unite individuals temporarily,
but the lover is inevitably returned to a greater isolation
than that which he had known previously.

So then, love,

which is the only means by which community may be achieved,
always produces hate, and isolation.
So McCullers' world is primarily a pessimistic one.
There is much grotesqueness, much emotional pain, and little
happiness.

"This is the way the world is," she seems to

say; and it is a world composed of individuals who can never
actually achieve community.

Fragmentation, as symbolized

by Frankie's incomplete deck of cards, the half-existence
of Weldon Penderton and Alison Langdon, and Mick's makeshift
violin, is a way of life, the only way of life.
completing is in the consistent incompletion.

The only
And the circle,

which suggests wholeness, is itself paradoxical, because,
in McCullers' world, even the circle is fragmented.
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